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In modern society, the economic development and international exchanges have 
given rise to a growing need for signs and their translation. Things are especially true 
after Beijing became the host city for 2008 Olympic Games and thus China began its 
campaign of correcting and standardizing translation on signs throughout the country. 
However, the current situation of sign translation in China is far from satisfactory. 
Traditional equivalence-based translation theories and corresponding strategies seem 
increasingly inadequate. Previous researches on the Chinese-English translation of 
signs largely focused on the micro-level of primary data-enumerating and specific 
error-correcting, often failing to work out a feasible theoretical guidance on a macro 
level. Literal translation, especially word-for-word translation is a frequently employed 
strategy at present, leading to English signs of poor readability and almost 
incomprehensibility. Studies of systematic and feasible theories that can be applied to 
sign translation leave much to be desired. 
Taking functionalist approaches as the framework and adopting the methodology 
of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS), the thesis seeks to open up a new 
perspective for the C-E translation of signs by providing an insight into the practical 
application of such theories and establishing a set of systematic methodologies, from 
pre-translating analysis, while-translating reverbalization, to after-translating quality 
assessment and monitoring. The methodology adopted for DTS analysis features a 
two-stage procedure: discovery and justification. The functionalism is characterized by 
its purpose-orientedness since it gives top priority to the achievement of intended 
function of the target text in the target culture. Within the framework of functionalist 
approaches, the translator is entitled to choose whatever feasible and flexible 
translation strategies they think appropriate to achieve the Skopos of the translation. 
Therefore, starting on the pragmatic level of identifying the intended function of the 
translation, a functionalist approach advocates a top-down model in a descriptive way.  
The starting point of the thesis is a large yet systematic collection of sign 
translations from both China and abroad, on the basis of which our discussion proceeds 
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genre with unique functions. Signs are characteristic of conciseness, directness, and 
intertextualtity, with prompting, directing, referential and appellative functions. 
Linguistically, signs, as a text genre, include such text types as expressive, informative, 
and operative, though functionally they all belong to the instrumental translation 
according to Nord’s translation typology. Thus the aim of sign translation is to produce 
a text that achieves the prospective function or Skopos of the target text in specific 
situation and cultural background. And then, based on a detailed analysis of collected 
data to identify the problems in current C-E sign translation, which is in line with the 
key steps in the justification stage of the DTS, the thesis sets out to introduce the 
application of functionalist translation theory to sign translation with special reference 
to the Skopostheorie, translation brief, source text analysis (the theories of text 
typology, and functional typology) and translation quality assessment—all on the basis 
of the function of signs. Under the guidance of these theories and rules, the thesis 
presents a clear picture of the pre-translating analysis, while-translating 
decision-making as well as after-translating evaluation, and points out that the whole 
process is an intricate function-oriented intercultural communication for the translator, 
who is supposed to be a bilingual and bicultural expert and adopts various strategies of 
any feasibility in pursuit of a successful translation. With the functionalist approaches 
as the overall guidance, the thesis generalizes such translation strategies as equivalent 
translation, formulated translation, omission, the use of pinyin and various flexible 
translation skills. Each translator is expected to produce a functionally appropriate 
translation by selecting flexible translation strategies since “the end justifies the 
means” (qtd. In Nord 29). At last, the thesis makes some suggestions on translation 
quality assessment and standardization of sign translation in China. 
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In a globalized and interconnected world, international exchanges are playing an 
increasingly important role in our daily life. Foreigners in increasing numbers are 
coming to China, not only for sightseeing, but for settling in this dynamic modern 
country with a long history. Bilingual signs in public which help them enjoy their stay 
in China, are both helpful and useful for them. The sign “Welcome to China” will ease 
the fatigue of their trip; in the crowded shopping mall, “INFORMATION” may save 
much trouble for them; when they want to wash their hands but feel embarrassed at 
asking others for help, “Gentlemen” or “Ladies” will make them relieved. However, 
such signs as “OFF LIMITS” (游客止步), “FEE PARK” (收费停车场) and “Ticket 
Office For” (补票处) will not only bewilder and even cause trouble for them, but also 
leave them an impression of a backward and undeveloped China. Hence sign 
translation is of great importance. In the Introduction part, the author will first of all 
discuss the background and significance of Chinese-to-English (C-E) sign translation 
research, followed by a research statement in which research objective and possible 
contributions, the corpus, and research methodology will be explained. And then, the 
structure of the dissertation will be presented. 
 
0.1 Research Background 
In a world of globalization, we are facing the challenges of economic 
globalization and cultural pluralism, and the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing is 
absolutely a big event for China. Signs in public are the most immediate channels to 
present China’s image to foreign guests. Therefore, standardized signs and their proper 
translations are of great importance. However, the current situation of sign translation 
in most places of China can be described as “messy” and even “lousy”; some 
English-translated signs are very funny, some even completely unintelligible—the 
situation of sign translation is severe and urgent. 
In the past decades, far from enough attention has been attached to the issue of 
sign translation. The author has searched the key word “sign translation” in CNKI, the 
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found only 29 articles and research papers1. On the contrary, the overwhelming 
majority of research papers have focused themselves on research of translation theories, 
literary translation and such pragmatic translation as ad translation, subtitling 
translation, etc.  
Fortunately, the issue has begun to arouse considerable attention in recent years. 
With the appeal of several renowned experts, there have been some researches and 
translating activities to deal with the increasingly urgent situation of sign translation. 
The First Symposium on C & E Signs in a Global Context was held in 2005, which 
was attended by 80 researchers and scholars. The first sign translation research center 
was established by BISU (Beijing International Studies University) and its first tour to 
London for sign collections and research in 2005 paved the way for future research 
into sign translation and application of international standards to domestic studies. 
Moreover, Chinese Translators Journal has increased the proportion of 
sign-translation-related articles. Two new columns have been set—one focuses on 
selected research papers from the first C-E sign translation symposium and the other 
named Sign Translation lists signs collected in London in 2005 to serve as a corpus for 
sign translating studies.  
 
0.2 Research Significance 
As China steps up with reform and opening-up, international exchanges are 
increasing. The world is getting to know China and China is embracing the outside 
world. With motives to achieve international recognition, to improve international 
image and ultimately to promote economic and cultural integration into the global 
context, China has made great efforts to introduce herself to the world. And signs, a 
kind of publicity materials, serve as an immediate image of China to foreigners. 
Properly-translated English signs in public bring forth not just precise information 
delivery but a good image of China on its rising path. In other words, good translation 
means good communication and good understanding, which will strengthen friendly 
ties, smooth business relations and help to build a positive image of China. Therefore, 
the study on the C-E translation of signs is both important and pragmatic. 
                                                        

















In addition, the 2008 Olympic Games and 2010 World’s Fair are just around the 
corner. However, the language environment in cities and sightseeing attractions in 
China is far from satisfactory. Non-standard translation of signs in public needs 
remedying without any delay. A sound language environment is urgently needed. 
 
0.3 Research Statement 
Bilingual signs in increasing number are seen in public in modern China. The 
wide application of signs and their translation opens a new field for translation studies 
and poses new challenges for translators and translation scholars. Usually simple and 
short as they are, signs have their own linguistic features and functions. Thus the 
translation strategy for signs is quiet unique. The author has examined research papers 
and articles on sign translation in the past decade, coming up with the finding that most 
of the research lingers on the level of nothing more than linguistic analysis of signs, 
problem enumeration, plus some error-correcting suggestions.  
As sign translation is quiet specialized and subjected to its communicative nature, 
such questions arise: 
What kind of translation strategies are now commmonly used in the C-E sign 
translation? 
Can’t we go further rather than remaining at the primary stage of data collection 
and error-correcting? 
Do equivalence-based translation theories work in sign translation? 
What should be the top priority in the process of sign translation? 
How can we evaluate and monitor sign translation quality? 
The author believes that all these questions can be answered in light of the 
German functionalist approaches1. The functionalist approaches, or functionalism as 
people sometimes call it, by pushing the traditional boundary of “equivalence” 
domination to new levels of flexibility and adaptability, provide us with a new access 
to translation, especially to pragmatic translation, to which sign translation actually 
                                                        
1 Scholars of different schools including Newmark and Nida have ever tried to research translation from a 
functional perspective. The term “functionalism” in a broad sense applies to various theories that combine 
translation studies with the function of language, though the German functionalism is widely accepted as the most 
influential group. Such terms as “functionalist approaches” and “functionalism” in this thesis refers to German 
functionalism, with Kathatina Reiss, Hans J. Vermeer, Justa Holz-Mänttäri and Christiane Nord, etc. as its 


















0.3.1 Research Objective and Possible Contributions 
The thesis starts by examining the features and functions of signs and then 
proceeds to apply the functionalist approaches and Descriptive Translation Studies 
(DTS) to their translation. It strives to make a contribution to the area of C-E 
translation of signs by carrying out descriptive research into the whole process of C-E 
sign translation action in a “top-down” manner. This thesis, by trying to balance and 
combine the higher level of translation Skopos and text typology analysis and the 
lower level of syntactic structure and word-choosing, aims at establishing a set of 
systematic methodologies, including pre-translating analysis, while-translating 
reverbalization, after-translating quality assessment and monitoring. 
 
0.3.2 Corpus 
This thesis will concern itself only with public sign translation from Chinese to 
English, and thus the data collected and processed are culled mainly from signs 
throughout China and some English-speaking countries. Most are collected by the 
author in the form of photo-taking, others chosen from the Internet. The corpus 
comprises a set of signs with a wide coverage, including short notices, indicators, 
posters, traffic signs, signs at tourist spots, signs for commercial and public services, 
and slogans, etc. Most of the signs are collected in Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai and 
Xiamen in 2006 and 2007. Such stylistic features as capitalization, picture, 
abbreviation and special arrangement of information delivery are kept as they are, so 
that the analysis can be based on the latest collection of first-hand data in the corpus.  
 
0.3.3 Research Methodology 
This thesis adopts a comparative analytical case-study method which is in 
accordance with the principles of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS). According to 
Toury (2001), this method features a two-stage procedure: discovery and justification. 
The preliminary findings of the first stage are then tested in the second stage where the 
whole collected data is analyzed. The whole procedure of the C-E translation of signs 
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